The safety of remifentanil by bolus injection.
Remifentanil is the newest of the fentanyl family of short-acting phenylpiperidine derivatives to be released into clinical practice. Remifentanil is a pure agonist at the mu opioid receptor with relatively little binding at the kappa, sigma or delta receptors. This is precisely the same profile as the other opioids currently popular in anaesthetic practice (fentanyl, alfentanil, sufentanil) and it offers the same advantages (profound analgesia, sedation, attenuation of the stress response). This has led to widespread use of remifentanil as an adjunct to general anaesthesia in a variety of clinical settings. The unique pharmacology of remifentanil, in particular its rapid offset, has more recently attracted clinicians and investigators to the use of remifentanil by bolus injection, especially for procedures requiring a brief, intense, opioid effect. The clinical effects of remifentanil, both therapeutic and adverse, are consistent with that of the other fentanyl congeners. However, the pharmacokinetic profile of remifentanil, that is, its rapid effect site equilibration, has also revealed a significant potential for therapeutic misadventure. The untoward effects of remifentanil, given by continuous infusion, are well-described in the literature. They are predictable and easily managed by experienced clinicians. This review will concentrate on the adverse effects of remifentanil given by bolus injection, either alone or in the context of a background infusion.